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FOLK-LORE SCRAP-BOOK. 

Divination in South Africa. — In his recent account of the Ba- 
Ronga, of which a notice will be found below, Rev. H. A. Junod explains 
their system of divination. The principal objects employed are astragali 
or bones, which are cast like dice. It is thought that dice are derived from 
astragali ; and it is known that astragalomancy was practised by the ancient 
Greeks. It is therefore interesting to find a modern survival of this 
method of divination. 

" The game of bones is composed of twenty-seven objects, which, in 
general, go by couples, and which can be divided into two classes : astra- 
gali and assistants. The former are fourteen in number. Seven are taken 
from goats of different ages and sexes. They represent the members of 
the family, for the goat is the domestic animal par excellence. The astra- 
gali of the he-goat, the mother-goat, and the young she-goat therefore cor- 
respond to the father, mother, and young wife. Those of the female kid, 
suckling or weaned, are the young girls little or older, while those of the 
male kid designate the boys, small or large. 

" Seven other astragali are derived from other animals : Those of the 
boar and the sow represent the spirits of ancestors, of gods who, like the 
boar, remain concealed in the bush, and issue in order to attack the vil- 
lages, like wild animals that assail the fields for the purpose of ravage ; 
those of the male and female gazelle are casters of lots ; for the little ante- 
lope from which the astragalus is taken, like the sorcerers, is of gray color, 
and walks by night ! It also represents travellers, for it is constantly on 
foot, and lovers, perhaps for the reason that it wanders freely, especially 
in the night-time ! Spoon (the informant) had in addition a gray bone 
taken from a red antelope called mangoulue'. The second he had no doubt 
lost. This indicates criminals who shed blood. Finally, the two last 
astragali were those of the ape and the monkey ; they possess a very dif- 
ferent form, and should signify the bush, influences from without. 

" The astragali, then, denote in a general way the different persons who 
make up the Ronga village, and the personal agents (gods, sorcerers, etc.) 
who intervene in the life of the aborigines. 

" The assistants, also paired, seem rather to correspond to the different 
objects among which the native moves, the different principles beneath the 
influence of which he supposes himself to be placed. In the first place 
four shells ; two Oliva (or Conus), male shells, representing attributes of 
men (arms, civil courage) and two Cypraea, female shells, corresponding to 
the attributes of women (pots, pregnancies). On occasion, these shells 
designate also laughter or tears. Two fragments of the carapace of a male 
and female turtle represent peace or distress. Two black stones found in 
the interior of the crocodile signify night, bad news. Two kernels of 
' nkanyi,' of abnormal shape, indicate the vegetable kingdom, trees, and 
also medicines. The nail of the ant-eater, a mammal which digs great 
holes, is the digger who prepares tombs, denoting approaching death ; and 
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finally a brilliant stone of peculiar form found on a journey, is fortune, luck, 
or money. To these objects, other diviners certainly add others. . . . 

" And now what is the system of interpretation of the bones ? Let us 
set forth, in illustration, the different acts of a typical consultation. 

"A woman, the mother of a family, falls seriously ill. Her husband 
hurriedly sends a little boy to summon the doctor. The latter sends by 
the messenger his basket of bones. He himself, without delay, resorts to 
the village provided with a special staff, bent at the end, with which he 
arranges his bones, and after the consultation collects them together. Old 
umbrella-handles are especially appreciated for this purpose. He arrives. 
The father of the family, or rather the person who is ' the master of the 
sick ' takes the bones between his two hands, sorts them well, and casts 
them on a mat spread on the earth to serve this use. . . . His staff in 
hand, the diviner undertakes to explain the signification of each astragalus 
and each assistant. The persons present grouped about the mat answer 
his demonstration by an exclamation in Zulu, signifying, ' We understand, 
we agree.' Each of the bystanders is acquainted with the meaning and 
interpretation of the bones ; each is able to judge whether the diviner 
explains the lot according to the rules. Supposing that the arrangement 
of the bones has no relation with the case in hand, that is to say, with the 
illness of the mother of the family, they will be thrown over again, until 
the astragalus of the mother-goat occupies a prominent position, and the 
bones permit the examiner to discover the cause, result, and remedy of the 
malady. 

" This interpretation is not subject to the arbitrary decision of the 
diviner. Certain principles are at the basis of this divination ; the principal 
are as follows : The diviner must take account of the manner in which the 
bones have fallen, the direction to which they point, and their respective 
position. Hence result endless combinations, among which the ingenuity 
and artifice of these persons have full play. Each of the objects above 
enumerated may fall in one of two ways, according as it shows the convex 
or concave side. If convex, it is positive. The being represented is like 
an animal firmly planted on the feet, living, acting, — in health, if the as- 
tragali of the goat are concerned, — ready to injure, if those of boars and 
antelopes are in question. The shells present their convex face, that is to 
say that the pots or the weapons are in satisfactory condition. If the car- 
apace of the tortoise lies in this manner, there is peace in the village : no 
distress, one breathes quite at one's ease, according to the picturesque 
expression of the Ba-Ronga. If the ant-eater's nail is so turned, it repre- 
sents the digger who comes to dig the tomb. On the other hand, if the 
bone shows its concave side, the being or principle represented is in its 
negative state. Such or such an animal on its back, the four legs in air, 
represents sickness, — in the case of the astragali of goats, — inability to 
injure, if the astragali of the boars or gazelles are on their backs, — dis- 
tress, if the tortoise is on the wrong side. Masculine or feminine shells, 
presenting their elongated openings, may signify that manly courage has 
disappeared, arms or pots are broken, but also laughter or tears, — all on 
account of these wide orifices ! " 
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The writer illustrates the divination by an illustrated example, too long 
to cite here, showing the manner in which the positions of the bones are 
able to furnish directions in the case of the sickness already mentioned, 
and proceeds with a second example. 

" After Spoon had finished arranging his bones, and explained the com- 
binations, I took them in my hand and threw them at haphazard. ' Ah ! ' 
said the diviner, his eyes shining with pleasure ; ' ah ! you have made the 
lot speak ! These two crocodile stones indicate a hidden treasure, buried 
in the night and darkness. It has been interred somewhere by Gazelle, 
the father of the family, whom you see yonder on his back, dead in the 
course of a long voyage, killed by the Red Antelope, the criminals of an- 
other country, perhaps the Boars who plunder passers-by on the roads of 
the gold mines. Goatling, the son of the dead, there on the left goes in 
search. He will find the treasure at the foot of a tree ; look, he is turned 
toward Nkanyi, the kernel who represents a vegetable ! It is certain that 
he will find the hiding-place in which his father has hidden the pounds 
sterling at the foot of a tree, for look ! the Kids, the young girls, issue 
from the village, and go to sing and dance in the country; consider these 
two Shells who are bursting with laughter ! ' 

" A long initiation is necessary before promotion to the rank of the pro- 
fessional diviner. It is necessary to collect with perseverance the several 
pieces of the game, and to practise as apprentice during a period. When 
one has become expert in the art, he resorts to an old practitioner, who 
cooks the bones in the stomach of a chicken, and first causes the initiated 
person to eat poultry. Next, the latter buries his precious astragali in the 
sand of the road, not far from the village. He conceals himself in the 
vicinity, and when a married man passes, he proceeds to disinter He-goat ; 
when a woman passes, She-goat, and so on, until all his bones have 
' returned to him,' according to the consecrated expression. The third act 
takes place at the house of the master. He spreads out all the bones, and 
the young man must take them up one after another with closed eyes, in 
the order indicated by the elder. Probably this is to ascertain whether the 
pupil can recognize them by the touch alone. Then follows a purification 
with the leaves of the ' mpflou,' doubtless in order to remove the igno- 
rance and folly which may remain in him ; henceforth he has the right of 
counting himself as a member of the fraternity of diviners, and demanding 
a payment in silver (from three pence to a shilling and more) for his con- 
sultations ; up to this time he demanded only iron bracelets as fees ; he 
suspended them to his basket of bones, and with this somewhat heavy 
money he has paid his admission charge, for he has handed them over to 
his master in obtaining the right to be considered as such." 

Mr. Junod inquires as to the sincerity of the diviners, and concludes 
that their profession depends on a basis of genuine belief, naturally min- 
gled with imposture, as with persons in all ages who have practised kindred 
arts. 

It is to be noted that the practice of divining with astragali is extensively 
diffused in Africa ; it remains to be seen whether the rules agree. Mr. 
Junod points out that the professions of priest, medicine-man, exorcist, 
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second-sighted person or seer, and diviner, are not to be confounded, as is 
constantly done even in scientific books, even though several of these arts 
may sometimes be exercised by the same person. 



NOTES AND QUERIES. 

Certain Irish Superstitions, i. Monsters of the Lake. — In the 
mountainous region which extends from the western limits of the county 
Cork throughout the most picturesque portions of Kerry, there are many 
deep and gloomy lakes, nestling under rugged cliffs, and removed from the 
noise of human activity. Such are the loughs along the Caha ranges, and 
the well-known Devil's Punch Bowl upon Mangerton. Many of these 
lakes are regarded with superstitious veneration, for in their depths is sup- 
posed to dwell a monster, shaped like a foal or calf, of great size. This 
creature is never visible in the daytime, but by night it sallies forth to feed 
upon the pasture by the shore. As a rule the herbage is stunted and of 
little value, but it sometimes happens that a meadow coaxed into being 
with infinite pains will be found to have suffered from nocturnal trespass. 

On one occasion, when this had been the case, a poor farmer and his 
two sons determined at whatever risk to intercept the marauder. For this 
purpose they provided themselves with sticks, and concealed themselves 
beside the low stone wall that girt the little field. It was moonlight, and 
every object was distinctly visible. The lake was as clear as by day, and 
every ripple could be heard. The watchers had remained upon their post 
for some time, and were already growing drowsy. The party was about to 
depart, when their attention was attracted by a violent disturbance in the 
waters. They saw something rise to the surface and swiftly swim ashore. 
As it landed they could make out a curious four-footed animal, rather taller 
than a horse, which leaped over the low wall and entered the meadow. 
After watching for some time, their fears gave way to indignation. They 
held a whispered consultation, and then crept cautiously round in such 
way as to cut off its retreat toward the lake. When the creature had 
satisfied its hunger, it turned toward the water, and was confronted by the 
men. They advanced boldly, seeking to intimidate it with shouts, and 
flourishing their sticks. Presently, however, they shrank before the threat- 
ening aspect of the beast, which advanced on them in apparent fury, while 
sparks seemed to fly from its mane and tail. They instantly took flight, 
and never again ventured to interfere with the depredator. 

2. Fairy Gold. — It is still common to meet with persons who get what 
they call a " warning " in a dream. They are advised to dig by night in 
some old " fort " or " rath " for the fairy gold which is always hidden in 
such places. It is a dangerous task, which the natural covetousness of the 
poor induces them to undertake. A year ago, the sister of a poor laborer 
returned from the United States. Before leaving America, she had twice 
dreamt of finding gold in a fort near her brother's cottage, and on the very 
night of her arrival the two repaired thither. They were unsuccessful, and 



